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Overview and Preparation of  

Agricultural Conservation Easement Appraisals 
 
The Department offers this information as a resource for appraisers and grant applicants to use 
when developing appraisals that will accompany applications for grant funding related to 
easement acquisitions. The primary intent of this document is to encourage the preparation of 
agricultural conservation easement appraisals that are as complete and thorough as possible, 
thereby facilitating the review of such appraisals. Incomplete or inadequate appraisals can 
result in requests for supplemental information and analysis, the commissioning of entirely new 
appraisals, or outright rejection of grant applications. 
 
All appraisals need to conform to the Department of General Services Appraisal Specifications, 
attached to this memo, which includes the requirement that the appraisal comply with the 
Uniform Standards of Professional Appraisal Practices (USPAP) of the Appraisal Foundation. 
Other publications, such as the Land Trust Alliance's Appraising Conservation Easements, 
provide information on specifics of how to appraise conservation easements.  
 
Department’s Role in the Use and Review of Appraisals  
 
The Department can only fund grant applications that are accompanied by a qualified appraisal 
performed by an independent licensed appraiser. The Department recommends that the 
appraiser have specific training and experience in appraising conservation easements.  
 
While the Department is not the direct client of the appraiser, the appraiser should understood 
that the appraisal submitted for the purpose of applying for Department funding will be 
reviewed by the Department and the Department of General Services Real Estate Division. In 
the appraisal, the appraiser should include both entities as intended users of the report.  
 
Special Challenges of Agricultural Conservation Easement Appraisals 

 
Agricultural conservation easement (easement) appraisals can be very challenging assignments.  
Each easement has elements that are specific to a given property’s unique attributes, which 
also has implications for its valuation. Easement valuation is closely tied to the proximity and 
timing issues of a given property in relation to the path of urban and non-agricultural rural 
growth.  Simply because one easement diminishes the estimated fair market value of a 
property by a certain percentage does not mean that the same conclusion can be immediately 
drawn for another property, even if it is in close proximity. In certain situations, an appraiser 
may have to depart from traditional methods of valuation to satisfactorily assess the market 
and other conditions that affect the valuation of easement-restricted properties.  However, at 
all times, the valuation methodology and assumptions must be firmly tied to market-based 
factors. 
 



The Department recognizes the special challenges associated with the development of many 
easement appraisal assignments.  As a general suggestion, the Department recommends that 
the more complex or difficult an easement appraisal assignment, the greater the need for 
thorough narrative discussion and presentation of relevant data and information within the 
appraisal. 
 
Suggestions for Grant Applicants when Commissioning Appraisal Assignments 
 
Prospective applicants for grant funding should engage potential appraisers as early as possible in 
the application process.  The scope of work and the specific requirements of the appraisal should 
be discussed with the appraiser, and the appraiser should be informed of the documents and 
information necessary to complete the appraisal assignment properly.   
 
The grant applicant should assure that the appraiser has relevant information concerning the 
appraisal assignment as early as possible. Briefly, the key documents and other information that a 
grant applicant should ensure that the selected appraiser obtains include:   
 

 The draft easement language (less preferable would be a summary, if that is all that is 
available).   
[Note:  at this point, it is appropriate to review and include essential language required by 
the Department and other potential funding sources, such as the federal Agricultural 
Conservation Easement Program, if funding is being sought from other sources as well. 
Consult grant funders for this information] 

 The number of separate easements being contemplated to encumber the subject property.  
Detail any provisions that would allow for partitioning/subdivision of the easement-
encumbered property in the future.  If multiple easements, detail any provision that would 
allow the easements to be sold separately from one another  

 Any areas of the property to be excluded from the easement and any areas of the property 
that are not being used for agricultural purposes (e.g., riparian setbacks, lands not suitable 
for farming, etc.) 

 The number of any existing and/or proposed home sites and any building envelopes the 
landowner may seek to reserve within each easement.  Include principal residence(s) as 
well as farm labor/support residence(s) 

 Home size restrictions 
 The subject property’s legal description 
 A copy of a preliminary title report for the subject property  
 Details of any lease(s) affecting the subject property 

The subject property’s water rights, crop history, and current agriculture use 
 The status of any Williamson Act or Farmland Security Zone contracts on the subject 

property 
 Details of the property’s mineral rights, including the degree to which any of these rights 

have been severed from the property, and the access rights for mineral extraction.   The 
mineral rights evaluation should include both hydrocarbon and mineral aggregate rights.   

 



In addition to the narrative section, maps and photographs of the property are essential for users 
of the appraisal to properly understand the property’s setting and physical characteristics.  These 
should be included as exhibits in the appraisal, including: 
 

 Photographs of the subject property, including improvements, with delineated reference 
points on the property 

 A general location map 
 A topographic map (if there are significant variations in topography on the subject property) 
 A FEMA flood zone map, if applicable 
 Drainage maps and drainage direction, if applicable 
 An assessor’s parcel map 
 A map detailing the soils comprising the subject property, including the soil mapping units 

and their USDA Land Capability Classifications 
 Important Farmland maps capturing the subject property as well as surrounding lands 
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